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PACIFIC ISLANDERS IN COLONIAL QUEENSLAND 1863-1906 
Ms. P.M. M e r c e r 
Initially, to clarify a technicality, I would like to point out that 
the majority of recruits for the Queensland sugar industry were drawn 
from Melanesia - the sweeping arc of islands from New Guinea to New 
Caledonia. "Polynesian" refers to only one of a great variety of racial 
strains in this area. Hence the more accurate terms are "Melanesian", 
"South Sea Islander", and "Pacific Islander"; and also the popular term 
for Pacific Islanders in Queensland, "Kanaka". Kanaka, incidentally, was 
an Hawaiian word meaning man; the Kanaka labour trade translates literally 
as a trade in men. 
Number of Pacific Islanders in Queensland 
The numbers of Islanders fluctuated quite widely between 1863 and 
1906. In 1868, there were 1543 Islanders employed in Queensland; by 
1883, this had risen to 11,443, which represented the peak of the 
migration to the colony. Numbers declined fairly steadily in the late 
1880's and early 1890's, due to the depression in the sugar industry and 
the closure of the labour trade after 31 December 1890. After March 1892, 
when the labour trade was re-opened, nianbers again rose in the late 1890's 
and early 1900's, until recruiting finally ceased on 31 March 1904. The 
number of Pacific Islanders in Queensland ranged from a peak of 9,327 in 
1901 to 6,389 in 1906. Between 1863 and 1904, a total of 61,160 recruits 
was introduced into Queensland. 
The South West Pacific Labour Trade 
The recruiting trade which operated in the South West Pacific has 
attracte'd sustained interest. Queensland was not the only labour 
recruiter. Between 1863 and 1914, some 100,000 Islanders from the New 
Hebrides, Solomon, Banks, Torres and Gilbert Islands and New Guinea and 
adjacent islands and archipelagos, were brought, willingly or otherwise, 
as indentured labourers to Queensland, Fiji, Samoa and New Caledonia. 
With regard to recruiting for Queensland, most of the Islanders, up to 
the late 1880's, were drawn from the Loyalty, New Hebrides, Banks and 
Torres Islands; but from the 1890's to 1904, over half of Queensland 
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recruits came from the Solomon Islands. Recruiting in New Guinean waters 
was prohibited by Premier S.W. Griffith in June 1884, after the disclosure 
of a number of scandals in the activities of the labour trade in this area, 
Popular interpretations of the labour trade, as illustrated in the 
works of H. Holthouse and E. Docker, depict it as a practice rife with 
bloodshed, violence, kidnapping and illegal methods of recruiting. Un-
doubtedly these epithets are applicable to the early years of recruiting. 
But the more thorough and scholarly research of such Pacific historians 
as Deryck Scarr, Dorothy Shineberg and Peter Corris, indicates that such 
abuses quickly disappeared from the system, due to such factors as the 
awareness on the part of the Islanders of the rewards and hardships 
involved in recruiting, the increased supervision of the Governments over 
the labour trade as, for instance, in the appointment of Government agents 
to accompany the labour vessels, and the blackbirders' recognition of the 
advantages of not antagonizing the people in their regular recruiting 
fields. Kidnapping still occasionally occurred, but Scarr sums up the 
manner in which recruiting was generally conducted: 
As a business, however, the labour trade required the substantial 
consent of all concerned, which was, in a considerable measure, 
forthcoming from the Islanders who were involved in it. 
This raises the issue of why the Islanders would have volunteered to 
labour on Queensland plantations. Some signed up to escape danger to 
their lives; others may have been attracted by the material trappings of 
Western society, or the lure of adventure and a different life. It has 
been estimated that some half of Pacific Islanders who migrated to 
Queensland re-engaged for a further term. Added to their original 
reasons for migrating, may have been such motivating factors as the 
desire to secure extra wealth and hence added prestige when they finally 
returned, or the attraction of the higher pay, better conditions and 
semi-skilled work available to time-expirees (as such men were known), 
or in some cases the disenchantment felt by sophisticated recruits when 
they went back to their Islands - for instance, Mrs. Ivy Thomas of 
Mackay has related how her mother, Mrs. Kate Marlla, went back to her 
home Island but returned to Queensland because "she had got used to the 
way of living in Queensland..." 
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This has been the background to the main part of my lecture, in which 
I will be concentrating on the Islanders in colonial Queensland, and 
particularly on such aspects as their life on the plantations, their 
reaction to European civilization, how they were treated by the instit-
utions of colonial society, how they mixed with other races,and the 
European reaction to the Islanders. Finally, I will survey briefly the 
deportation of Pacific Islanders from Queensland in the early twentieth 
century. 
Treatment on the Plantations 
A recent investigation of plantation conditions in Queensland 1863-
1883, contradicts the previous complacent assumption that there was a low 
incidence of harsh working conditions and brutal treatment of the Islanders, 
Treatment apparently varied widely throughout the colony, but generally 
the Pacific Islanders on the small cane farms were better off (comparat-
ively) than those on the large sugar estates. Although G.C. Bolton, 
author of "A Thousand Miles Away", has dismissed the likelihood of any 
'Simon Legrees' - the brutal overseer immortalised in Harriet Beecher 
Stowe's "Uncle Tom's Cabin" - on Queensland plantations, conditions did 
depend to a great extent on the character and temperament of the overseer. 
Apparently a degree of violence was not infrequently employed as a method 
of correction for lazy and insubordinate Islanders. For instance, the use 
of the whip was recorded in the evidence gathered by the 1876 Select 
Committee on Poljniesian Labour, and again in a letter entitled 'Bondsmen 
and Stripes' in the Queenslander in 1877. There are also a number of 
incidents recorded in which Pacific Islanders, enraged by the harsh 
treatment of the overseers, tried (usually unsuccessfully) to attack 
these men. 
Housing 
There was also wide divergence throughout the colony in the provision 
for housing of the Kanakas. As Clive Moore has told you in an earlier 
lecture, accommodation ranged from clean well-built huts to rough huts 
with thatched roofs to grass humpies built by the Islanders and preferred 
by them although they were inflammable and ill-ventilated, to the wooden 
communal barracks which were recommended by the Inspectors of Pacific 
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Islanders. On the large plantations, these barracks were often used to 
separate Islanders from different areas, particularly the New Hebrideans 
and Solomon Islanders, who had a reputation for animosity towards each 
other. 
Food 
Government regulations specified a scale of minimum rations, but 
the supply of food varied widely. Quantity, quality and variety were 
frequently lacking on the large plantations, at least in the early 
decades, as a number of official investigations in the late 1870's and 
early 1880's revealed. 
Hours of Work 
Although long, their working hours were comparable to those worked 
by white agricultural labourers at this time. The Kanakas usually 
laboured for 10 hours a day, and up to 14 in the busy period. As well as 
nights, the Islanders generally had half Saturday and all Sunday off. 
Mortality Rate 
The tendency among nineteenth century observers of the Kanaka system, 
such as Archibald Forbes and John Wisker, was to draw a rosy but super-
ficial picture of the Melanesians as healthy, well-treated and contented 
during their stay in Queensland. But this does not correlate with the 
staggering mortality figures amongst the Islanders in Queensland; one 
reliable estimate has placed the number of deaths of Melanesians in the 
colony between 1880 and 1883, as some 5 to 6 times greater than the total 
death rate of the European population, the latter including infant mortality 
and deaths from old age. Even in the 1890's, it was still between 2 and 
5 times greater than the European death-rate. The disparity is further 
emphasized by the fact that the Island recruits were predominantly males 
in the prime of life, ranging in age from 16 to 30. In retrospect, then, 
the use of the Pacific Islanders cannot be blandly justified by assertions 
that their general treatment was satisfactory. The mortality figures 
amongst these men is a sufficient condemnation of their exploitation. 
Up to the 1880's, the Islanders seldom complained about their treatment, 
probably because of such restrictive influences as the language barrier 
intimidation, their inability to comprehend the rules governing Western 
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society, and their habitude to harsh and 'uncivilized' treatment. How-
ever, from the mid-1880's on, the Islanders asserted their rights more 
determinedly as they gained experience in European ways, and Government 
inspection of plantation conditions tightened up. 
The Pacific Islanders* Reaction to European Civilization 
1. On the Plantations 
In this respect, how the Islanders occupied their leisure hours is 
significant. A popular recreation on the week-nights was to sit around 
the fire dancing or singing into the early hours of the morning, to the 
musical accompaniment of mouth-organs, jews* harps and concertinas. Many 
of the Islanders also attended reading and Bible classes at night. 
Apart from song-and-dance sessions, the Kanakas spent their leisure 
hours Sleeping, gambling, fishing or hunting in the bush, and visiting 
friends on nearby plantations. 
Another diversion was inter-tribal fighting; a continuation of the 
inter-tribal feuds which were so common in the islands, and which seem to 
have been a frequent occurrence on Queensland plantations. The general 
opinion was that these skirmishes were most often caused by disputes over 
women; for instance in November 1884, the police patrolled two plantations 
near Maryborough to prevent quarrelling between Solomon and Aoba men, 
which had broken out some weeks previously from a dispute over a 'Mary', 
as they called their women-folk. Fights were most common on Sundays or 
holidays, the Islanders arming themselves with spears, bows and iron-
tipped arrows, and tomahawks. The New Hebridean Tanese and Solomon 
IVlalaitas were reputedly the most aggressive and war-like. Pacific 
Island descendants in Mackay today have recalled how the other Islanders 
kept out of the way of the fierce Malaita natives. In most of the 
larger clashes, Solomon Islanders and New Hebrideans could be found on 
opposite sides, as for example, in a fight in Mackay in May 1883, which 
was, incidentally, broken up by whites from a nearby plantation using 
riding Mtiips very liberally on the Islanders. 
These clashes were not as fierce as they may sound. Most observers 
agreed that the casualty rate of the Islanders was not high, and that most 
time was taken up in verbal attack. This is a brief description of a 
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typical inter-tribal fight: 
Thus armed the antagonistic bands parade, each side keeping 
its spirits up by loud abuse of the other. At last a meeting 
comes off, generally on a holiday. The first performance 
consists of representatives of the rival forces, like heralds 
of old, hurling defiances, from a safe distance, with truly 
Homeric fluency. Then a spear is thrown, the distance between 
the warriors gradually lessens, and the mel^e becomes general. 
As a rule by the time the battle comes to an end by mutual 
consent, or the intervention of the authorities, very little 
damage is done. A few cuts, and an individual or two with a 
perceptible limp, are all the traces apparent the next day. 
2. In the Towns 
Usually the high spot of the week-end was the visit to town. Every 
Islander had a trade-box (a type of trvmk), in which he stored his most 
valuable possessions, for instance his best clothes, weapons, musical 
instrvmients and ornaments. This was usually kept in the barracks, because 
of the fire risk of the grass huts. On Saturdays the Pacific Islander and 
his 'Mary', if he had one, would don their best clothes and walk to- town. 
Long distances provided no obstacle; one Island woman recalls walking 22 
miles to attend a Church meeting. Many observers have described the 
crowds of Islanders who thronged the sugar towns on Saturday nights. 
They visited the 'Kanaka' shops, which displayed the Islanders' favourite 
goods, or the 'China towns', areas of Chinese boarding houses and gambling 
parlours kept by Chinese, Japanese and time-expired Islanders. Today 
these 'China towns' no longer exist, although they were thriving centres 
in the 19th century, as for instance, the 'China towns' around Victoria 
Street in Mackay, and the lower end of Bourbon Street in Bundaberg, The 
Islanders, especially the time-expirees, also sampled the wares of the 
Chinese brothels. Another popular entertainment for the Kanakas was the 
week-end race meetings. 
The Islanders' indulgence in gambling, drinking and prostitution, was 
viewed with disapproval by the townspeople. Some Europeans, however,were 
prepared to defend thfe Pacific Islanders against such charges; Henry 
Caulfield, well-known Inspector of Islanders at Bundaberg, contended that 
the Kanakas were well behaved and respectful in the towns. The time-
expirees, who were popularly termed 'walk-about Kanakas', took the most 
advantage of the 'pleasures' of the towns; the Herald in a series of 
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articles on White Australia in the early 190O's, declared that "We can 
thank the swaggering free Kanaka for most of our Chinese gambling hells, 
Japanese dens and many other infamies in this 'Christian' land." 
Disturbances caused by Kanakas were usually attributed to the con-
stimption of alcohol. Whether the local police tried hard to stop this 
illicit trade, especially when whites were the suppliers, is difficult 
to judge; certainly the Mackay Mercury in the mid 1870's did not think 
so, when it called upon the police to concern themselves with the public-
ans supplying the drink to the Islanders to the same extent as they were 
concerned about "arresting these unfortunate victims to the effects of 
'chain lightning' in the shape of colonial rum, who naturally conclude 
that they have as good a right to get drunk as a white man." Alcohol was 
also the attributed cause of inter-tribal fighting in the towns. 
Before I assess the impact of European civilization on the Pacific 
Islanders, I will consider the effects of two institutions closely 
involved with the Pacific Island community: the Churches and the Law 
Courts. 
1. Religion 
The activities of the missionaries of various denominations constit-
uted the most persistent attempts to impose a foreign culture on the 
Melanesians. In the early decades of the Kanaka system, however, the 
Queensland Churches were too involved in establishing themselves in the 
colony. They attempted, in vain, to transfer the burden of converting the 
Melanesians to the mission societies already working in the islands -
the London Missionary Society and the Melanesian Mission. Official Church 
action to convert Kanakas in Queensland did not get off the ground till 
the late 1880's. Until then, a few active individuals had assimied the 
responsibility for the religious instruction of these people. Florence 
Young was the most successful of the undenominational evangelists. She 
began her work in 1882 on her brothers' Fairymead Estate at Bundaberg, 
and in 1886 founded the Queensland Kanaka Mission, which gradually extend-
ed its operations to other sugar districts and had, by the time it ceased 
in 1906, baptized some 2,484 Islanders. 
The QKM seems to have had the most successful impact on the Melanes-
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ians: its evangelical emphasis, expressed in enjoining the Islanders to 
'open their hearts to Jesus', outdoor hymn singing sessions and mass 
baptisms in the rivers, probably gave the recruits some sense of security 
in their new environment. 
In 1882, Mrs. Mary Goodwin Robinson, wife of the manager of Tekowai 
Sugar Mill at Mackay, opened Bible reading classes for a few Melanesians. 
This expanded into the Church of England Selwyn Mission, named after J.R. 
Selwyn, Bishop of Melanesia - and the son of G.A. Selwyn, Bishop of New 
Zealand and founder of the Melanesian Mission - who had arranged financial 
support for Mrs. Robinson from the Melanesian Mission. Mackay planters 
also provided financial support for the mission. 
In the late 1880's and early 1890's, the proselytizing efforts of the 
Anglican and Presbyterian Churches gained momentvmi. Important Anglican 
Missions were established at the centres of Ingham, Mackay, Bundaberg, 
Rockhampton and Maryborough; Presbyterian Missions at Ayr and Mackay. 
Assessment of the Influence of Religion 
Clearly the Pacific Islanders were attracted to the Churches and 
particularly to the Church 'schools', wherever they were established. 
One important motivating factor was the strong desire on their part to 
learn to read and write, as evidenced in their purchase of Bibles and 
hymn books. Religion may have served to fill a spiritual void in the 
lives of the Islanders in the colony. 
The Queensland Churches to a certain extent attempted to cater to the 
special needs of these congregations; singing was made an important part 
of Church services, in deference to the Islanders' love of music; and 
missionaries used the linguistic medium of Pidgin to instruct the Island-
ers, even to the extent of employing a Pidgin version of the Ten 
Commandments. For example, the Fourth Commandment 'Man keep Sunday good 
fellow day belong big fellow master'. 
The missionaries claimed that in the colony their work helped to 
encourage temperance and avert tribal clashes and conflict between 
Islanders and Europeans. But what lasting influence did the Churches 
have on the Melanesians, who had been predominantly pagan before they 
recruited for Queensland? The Reverend A.C. Smith calculated in 1892 
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that about 75% of recruits had been exposed to Christianizing influences 
in Queensland. But Bishop Wilson of Melanesia contended that the 
majority of Melanesians, on their return to their islands, "throw off 
their Christianity with the civilised habit of clothing". David Hilliard, 
who has studied this question, points out that despite the high number of 
converts in Queensland, the retention of Christian beliefs was largely 
dependent on the influence of the missionaries in their home islands; 
for instance, in the Solomons, and especially Malaita, traditional influ-
ence was much stronger than that of the Melanesian Mission. In such 
situations, the majori^ fy of converts returned to their former religious 
practices and abandoned Christianity. 
This raises the question of whether the traditional religious and 
magical practices of the Melanesians were abandoned by them during their 
stay in the colony, as Peter Corris has postulated. Oral history recently 
collected from the Pacific Island community of a North Queensland town by 
Clive Moore and myself, suggests strongly that the incidence of super-
stitious beliefs and supernatural practices may have been much more 
widespread than Corris has assumed. But as research is still in a 
formative stage, we cannot make any definite conclusions concerning 
the survival of such traditional religious and magical beliefs. 
2. Law 
This section concerns the question of how the system of British 
justice, which in theory recognized no differences in creeds, races or 
nationalities, operated in cases involving Pacific Islanders. The broader 
question of the problems faced by any non-whites who were brought before 
the Courts presents itself, but I will refer to the Melanesians specifically. 
One major difficulty in the law courts arose from the fact that 
evidence could not be taken from those who were not Christians and 
therefore could not be sworn in. Queensland was one of the last Austral-
ian colonies to allow tinsworn evidence in law courts, a concession granted 
in South Australia in 1843, and Victoria in 1854. Despite the recommend-
ation of the Select Committee on the Operation of the Polynesian Labourers 
Act of 1868, that Pacific Islanders should be deemed competent witnesses 
in courts of justice, it was not until 1876 that the Oaths Amendment Act 
109 
PATRICIA MERCER 
finally legislated in this regard, by enabling those ignorant of the 
nature of an oath, or objected to as incompetent to take an oath, to make 
instead a declaration so that they could still give evidence. In practice 
this was found unworkable, as a declaration was not significantly easier 
to understand than an oath, and the evidence of Pacific Island witnesses 
was still not considered legally admissible: the trial of the crew members 
of the 'Alfred Vittery' in 1884 exemplifies this. The captain and crew of 
this ship were charged with the murder of Pacific Islanders they had re-
cruited; a murder charge at least was proved against the accused, but 
because this was on the evidence of Pacific Island witnesses which could 
not be admitted, the accused men were acquitted. The passing of the 
Oaths Act Amendment Act of 1884 was probably catalyzed by this recent 
trial - the evidence of witnesses who appeared incapable of comprehending 
an oath, was now legally admissible. 
However, the European attitude to the evidence of Pacific Islanders 
was expressed clearly in the debates on the 1884 Act: the prevalent 
feeling was that the evidence of such men could only be ranked with the 
statements of children and that it was up to the jury to decide what 
weight to place on such evidence; indeed, a number of speakers were 
indignant that the word of an alien should be placed on the same level as 
that of a white^ 
Pacific Islanders and Aborigines were provided with free legal defence 
However, when Islanders came before the courts,,the problem arose of 
securing a competent interpreter to help them understand the processes of 
the Law. Furthermore, an interpreter from an island hostile to that of 
the accused's, might deliberately misinterpret the evidence of the latter 
or of witnesses, in order to secure a conviction. On some occasions, 
Melanesians charged with offences against other Islanders, were discharged 
and sent home to their islands, when no reliable interpreter could be 
obtained. 
There was a tendency on the part of white juries to exhibit partial-
ity towards whites accused of offences against Islanders, and conversely, 
to show severity towards Melanesians charged with offences against whites. 
In one case in JJ892» a judge accused a jury of being prejudiced: an 
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Islander, Tui Tonga, a well-educated man who spoke several European 
languages and had been for many years the dispenser at the Mackay Kanaka 
Hospital, was found guilty of murdering his wife. In recommending mercy, 
the judge said that there was ample medical evidence of temporary insanity 
which would have satisfied the jury in the case of a white man. Mackay 
residents apparently agreed with the judge; they sent a petition with 
over 200 signatures, to the Executive Council for the reprieve of the 
death sentence on Tonga. The request was granted. 
In the infamous 'Hopeful' case, however, a white jury decided against 
Europeans. In December 1884, a jury of the Queensland Supreme Court 
found the 'Hopeful's' mate, Neil McNeil, and boatswain, Bernard Williams, 
guilty of the murder of a Pacific Islander. Both men were sentenced to 
death while other members of the crew received varying terms of 
imprisonment for the offence of kidnapping. 
Reaction to the death sentences indicated the strength of public 
opinion when a white man's life was demanded as retribution for that of 
a non-white. It was a more intense version of the furore aroused by the 
execution of 7 whites for the Myall Creek Massacre in 1838. The preval-
ent attitude was that the Government, through these executions, was 
attempting to purge the 'national conscience' with regard to the labour 
trade. The guilt of the convicted men was not denied, but a reprieve 
of the extreme penalty was urged on the basis that they should not be 
made the scapegoats for crimes to which, until recently, the authorities 
had turned a blind eye. 
Efforts to save the convicted men included monster meetings, letters 
to the press, demonstrations throughout the colony, deputations to Premier 
Griffith, and a flood of petitions to the Governor begging mercy for the 
prisoners. The death sentences were finally remitted by the Governor-in-
Council to life imprisonment. Only four years later, the public petitioned 
for the complete pjardoning of the 'Hopeful' prisoners, and they were finally 
released in February 1890. The importance of the final outcome of this 
case was the fact that the decision of the Courts had been effectively 
overruled by public opinion. 
The 'Hopeful' case also showed that the Executive Council was not 
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above prejudice in favour of Europeans. By far the larger number of death 
sentences on Pacific Islanders which were commuted by the Council were 
given in cases where they had killed Kanakas or other aliens. The death 
penalty was usually allowed to stand when a European was the victim. 
This 'double standard' was likewise reflected in the charges laid against 
Melanesians; usually a charge of manslaughter was brought if a Kanaka 
killed another Kanaka, but this would be murder if it was a European who 
was killed. 
In summation, it is clear that conditions in the law courts strongly 
favoured whites over non-whites. The foregoing, however, creates an 
inaccurate impression of the criminal tendencies of the Pacific Island 
population. The majority were peaceful and law-abiding. Rarely did 
Islanders commit offences against property; most convictions of Islanders 
resulted from disputes among themselves, or acts of violence against 
other races. Kanakas who committed violent crimes were often drunk, or 
not infrequently, insane. Some lawlessness can also be attributed to 
the different societies from which these men came and the consequent 
difficulty in adjusting to the laws of Queensland. Judges occasionally 
tried to make allowances for these factors by recommending mercy, part-
icularly in cases of conviction for serious offences. 
Europeans exhibited an irrational fear of the danger to the white 
womanhood of the colony, posed by so many unattached male Pacific Islanders, 
An attack on a white woman, one Mrs. McBride, at Maryborough in 1876, 
provides a good case study of the hysterical reaction of the white commun-
ity on such occasions. Public feeling in Maryborough was strongly aroused, 
and the trial of the two Islanders, Tommy and George, for the attack on 
Mrs. McBride, Mras conducted under these very unfavourable circumstances. 
Added to this, the evidence of the chief witness for the proescution was 
suspect, and the two Islanders showed confusion and bewilderment through-
out their trial. The accused were found guilty and sentenced to death. 
W.G. Bailey, the member for Wide Bay, obviously felt that a miscarriage 
of justice had occurred; and he raised the matter in Parliament where, 
despite some humanitarian opposition, the prevalent feeling was that 
justice had been done. The execution was carried out on 18 May 1877 in 
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Maryborough. The McBride case was the centre of attention in the colony. 
Typical of public reaction was the. conclusion of the Telegraph that, "if 
men of loathsome colour and habits are going to maltreat and criminally 
assault the wives and daughters of our isolated settlers some stricter 
surveillance will be required". The Maryborough correspondent of the 
Queenslander drew a wider lesson: "we may in years to come look back 
upon that barbarous deed as the beginning of a struggle between white and 
black races in the colony". 
Such comments were representative of the European reaction to sexual 
crimes against white women committed by Melanesians. In actual fact, the 
incidence of such offences by Kanakas was quite low. But Islanders 
convicted of sexual crimes, were generally sentenced to death or punished 
according to the severity of the offence. 
The Queensland Experience 
What was the overall effect of the Pacific Islanders' Queensland 
experience with regard to cultural assimilation? Corris has isolated a 
number of important factors which shaped the degree of acculturation of 
Melanesians in Queensland; these include age, personality, occupation 
and employers, the district in which they worked, and most of all the 
duration and time-period of their stay. From this research in the 
Solomon Islands, he found that the Islanders were generally satisfied 
with their treatment and rewards in Queensland, although we must remember 
that the Solomon Islanders were mainly recruited for Queensland from the 
late 1880's onward, when earlier abuses had been removed from the labour 
trade and conditions on Queensland plantations had improved. But in 
coming to the Queensland plantations, either voluntarily or under pressure, 
these people exposed themselves to a traumatic cultural shock. Eteotional 
disturbances caused by leaving their homes were increased by the hardships 
of the long voyage. 
Detached from their cultural backgrounds, these men and women would 
be plunged into a different civilization for three years. By the end of 
that time, most of them would have acquired at least some of the outward 
manifestations of Western culture; for instance, habits of gambling, 
smoking and drinking, and the European mode of dress (the Kanakas were 
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renowned for their vanity in adorning their person with such nick-nacks 
as ornaments, hats and bright-coloured handkerchiefs). They would also 
have acquired such possessions as guns, axes, knives, pipes and jewellery, 
to ensure their prestige and welcome on their return to the islands. 
Particular experiences such as conversion to Christianity, may have 
influenced some of the Islanders more deeply. 
Relations with Other Coloured Races 
What was the tone of relations between Pacific Islanders and other 
races? We do not have a lot of information on relations between the 
Kanakas and the two other major minorities, the Aborigines and Chinese, 
and what we do have is drawn from European sources, and thus must be 
considered with caution. It is possible however, to make some suggestions 
about inter-racial relationships. 
1. Aborigines 
There was a degree of social contact between the Islanders and the 
Aborigines. Because of the relative absence of Island women, a consid-
erable number of Melanesians married or lived with Aboriginal women. This 
contact was also marked with hostility; the Pacific Islanders tended to 
look down on the Aborigines. Indeed, Charles Eden has described how, on a 
plantation north of Cardwell, in the 1870's, his Kanaka labourers for 
months hunted and killed Aborigines on their Sundays off, until he 
d i SCOvered th i s. 
Nor was this hostility all one sided. Kanaka shepherds in the 1860's 
and 1870's ran the same risk of Aboriginal aggression as did whites; and a 
number of Kanaka shepherds were killed by Aborigines. For instance, in 
1870, the Cleveland Bay Express reported the murder of an Islander named 
Luck-Eye, employed on Waterview (a station near Townsville). Aborigines 
had murdered him, and returned later to eat his body. The Express had this 
to say: 
This horrible act of cannibalism occurred within forty miles 
of Townsville and quite confirms the opinion we have frequently 
heard expressed that the Kennedy blacks are cannibals. 
One wonders if the same detached type of observation would have been 
made if a European, and not a Melanesian, had been the victim. 
2. Chinese 
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There was similar racial tension between the Islanders and the 
Chinese. The Islanders particularly disliked working on plantations 
where Chinese were employed. The Cairns Argus in 1893 reported the case 
of Jemmy, a Kanaka from Geraldton, who was sentenced to two years' hard 
labour for throwing a tomahawk at the Chinese cook on his plantation, 
who had called him a black something or other, and thrown a knife at 
him. However, the Kanakas were quite willing to avail themselves of the 
services provided by the Chinese in the towns: most stayed in Chinese 
boarding houses when they visited the towns. Pacific Islanders often 
preferred to save their money with Chinese, who gave better interest 
rates than did the Government Savings Banks. But there was sometimes 
friction with the Chinese in the towns: for instance, in November 1884, 
there was a severe riot between 60 Kanakas and a number of Chinese in 
'Chinatown' on the South Johnstone, in which the former wrecked 3 
Chinese stores and appropriated goods and cash. 
Race Relations with the Europeans 
In assessing relations between the Melanesians and Europeans, the 
latter's attitudes to the Islanders were crucial. This involves racial 
theories concerning coloured races, which were popular in the late 
nineteenth century - the era of Social Darwinianism and the theories of 
evolution and natural selection. The Melanesian was widely classed by 
contemporaries, such as Anthony Trollope, Charles Eden, James Hope, as 
above the Aborigine in intelligence and status. Nevertheless, in the 
'ladder of races', the technologically backward and primitive cultures 
of Africa and the Pacific, were ranked on the bottom of the scale, with 
the complex but stagnant cultures of the Middle East and Asia above 
them, and the technological Western civilization at the top. This quote 
illustrates the popular interpretation of the Kanaka as an ignorant 
savage: 
The latest contribution to ball-room music - the Kanaka Polka -
comes to us from Bundaberg, and is dedicated to Sir Thomas Mcllwraith, 
who represents that constituency in Parliament. The piece is 
appropriately named, and the composer - Mr. Franz Becker, R.A.M. -
has been very successful in his treatment of some of the grotesque 
dances connected with several of their mystic rites. The short sharp 
"Yah.' yahl" for instance, and the "Whir-r-r-r-r" produced by a 
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peculiar roll of the tongue, are happily expressed by a number of 
single and double appogiatura marks, which add to the effect while 
not injuring the time for dance purposes. The melody throughout, 
though suggestive of barbaric origin, is pleasing, and the harmony 
is well sustained. The printing is excellent, and a boldly-
designed frontispiece represents a group of howling grass-petticoated 
savages executing a war-dance around a camp fire. 
The advance of the higher Western civilizations was also taken to 
mean the inevitable destruction of backward races such as the Aborigines 
and the peoples of the Pacific. This was the law of the 'survival of the 
fittest', to which many contemporaries referred in connection with the 
Islanders: for instance, John Wisker spoke of "the disappearance of the 
wild man before the march of civilisation" as an assured fact. In the 
late nineteenth century, this assvmiption of white superiority was rein-
forced by the belief that the homogeneity of the Caucasian race was a 
precious gift to be preserved. 
As the White Australia movement gathered momentum, a number of racial 
objections to the Pacific Islanders became more prominent. Fears about 
miscegenation were closely related to the White Australia Policy. The 
proportion of Island women who recruited to Queensland was always very 
small, usually less than 10% of the total recruited. The unbalanced sex 
ratio of the Pacific Island population was a continual source of concern 
for Europeans. The radical Labor papers of these years were preoccupied 
with the 'Piebald issue', that is the half-caste children from the iinions 
of Kanakas and white women. A quote from the Bulletin in 1901 reads: 
Further, if Australia is to be a country fit for our children 
and their children to live in, we must KEEP THE BREED PURE.. 
Do we want Australia to be a community of mongrels? There 
are now some 100 Queensland Kanakas married to white women; 
do we want an increase of such marriages or similar marriages? 
No; if such union is degrading. Brutal whites fall low as 
brutal Asiatics; but Asiatics have not white possibilities. 
Whatever our failings, we are the heirs of European civili-
sation; and we cannot merge our nationality in a barbarism, 
or in an alien civilisation to which European ideals are 
incomprehensible. 
In actual fact, the Melanesians did not intermarry to any great extent 
with white women; less than 2% of the half-caste population in Queensland 
in 1901 were of Melanesian extraction, as compared to some 30% of Chinese 
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extraction. Nevertheless, the Labor papers were obsessed with this issue, 
even drawing comparisons to the Negro situation in the Southern States of 
America; the Herald declared: 
The matter of special importance to us is his[the Kanaka'^ 
relations with our women. It is that very concern which has 
time and again converted decent American citizens into bands 
of lynchers capable of taking the most fiendish revenge upon 
the negro who had dared to life his eyes to a white woman. 
Like the Chinese, the Pacific Islanders were branded as immoral, 
since some frequented opium dens and Chinese brothels. Horror was 
expressed at the prospect of white women prostituting themselves for 
Kanakas. The Herald, in its Vrtiite Australia articles, calculated that 
there were 23 prostitutes (9 Japanese, the rest European) for Kanakas 
alone at Bundaberg; and Japanese prostitutes and some "low white women" 
at Cairns. The Melanesians were also accused of introducing such dread 
diseases as leprosy and smallpox to Australia. 
Race Riots 
Racial objections to the Islanders were expressed more frequently 
and virulently in the 1890's, as the Kanaka question was caught up in 
the struggle for a White Australia and the emergence of the Labor 
movement. Clashes between Pacific Islanders and whites, and also inter-
tribal fighting, do seem to have increased in frequency in this period 
as a result of the aggravated situation. 
The most well-known clash between Kanakas and Europeans was the 
Racecourse Riot at the Mackay races on December 26 1883. A publican, 
with a reputation for illicitly supplying Islanders with liquor, 
refused to serve a time-expiree. In the ensuing free-for-all, the 
Islanders slung glass bottles at the whites, until a number of Europeans 
mounted their horses and charged the Kanakas with stirrup-irons, driving 
the Islanders off the racecourse into the cane fields. 
Borslem, the leader of the Islanders, was put into gaol: in most 
racial riots, it was the Kanakas who were arrested and who were regarded 
as the instigators of the disturbance. Only one white was charged with 
assault. Although no count was taken, at least one Islander died, 5 were 
seriously injured, and some 30 - 40 were wounded. 
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After this fight, a rumour that the Kanakas were going to storm Mackay, 
led to the townspeople arming themselves heavily. Tension in the town did 
not abate till mid-January 1884. Both Mackay and Maryborough had experienced 
similar tense racial situations in 1876-1877. Then the McBride case and 
other disturbances involving Melanesians, fostered strong white antipathy 
towards these labourers, which culminated in the disarmament of the 
Pacific Islanders in the Maryborough district in May 1877. All their 
dangerous weapons were locked away, to be returned to them when they left 
Queensland. In late May 1877, Mackay planters likewise disarmed the Pacific 
Islanders in the district, a policy which they continued for some years. 
These incidents indicate that, at times when feeling was inflamed 
against the Islanders, whites were prepared to adopt such extreme 
measures as disarmament or segregation of the Kanakas. For instance, in 
Mackay in May 1877, it was also suggested that the municipal council pass 
a by-law forbidding all Islanders to enter the municipality unless prov-
ided with a written pass from their employers. For a few months in 1877, 
the Melanesians were kept out of the town of Bundaberg because of drunken 
rows. And in the Herbert River district in the early 20th century, there 
were separate railway carriages for Europeans and aliens, including 
Islanders! 
Normal Race Relations 
Yet such harsh racial attitudes were not typical of daily interaction 
between the two races. Racial prejudice could be evoked during short-lived 
periods of tension between Europeans and Melanesians; but at most times, 
any racial hostility was generally directed at the minority of Kanakas 
who made a 'public nuisance' of themselves in the towns, the larger 
proportion of the Islanders were a law-abiding and peaceable people. 
Many had secured steady jobs, married and raised families, attended Church 
regularly, and adopted European customs. By the early 20th century, many 
were farming land leased to them by the planters, while others had engaged 
in commercial ventures in the towns, such as shops and boarding houses. 
Their acculturation seems to have been the important factor in establishing 
amicable relations with the Europeans: The Pacific Islanders proved more 
amenable than the Aborigines or the Chinese to 'civilizing' influences. 
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and especially the efforts of the Churches. 
Deportation 
In view of this 'Europeanisation' of many of the Melanesians, it is 
not surprising that they were reluctant to leave Australia. In 1901 
the Pacific Island Labourers Act of 1901 heralded the eventual deportat-
ion of all but some 691 of the 9,324 Islanders in Queensland in that 
year (these figures have been estimated by Corris). The measure of their 
acceptance in the community was revealed by the number of letters 
received by the Queensland and Federal Governments, from sympathetic 
Europeans who favoured a relaxation of the strict requirements for 
exemption from deportation. Humanitarian protests at the injustice of 
the Act, were also forthcoming from such quarters as the Churches involved 
with the Kanakas, the Church of England and Presbyterian bodies. 
The Pacific Islanders themselves were actively involved in agitating 
against the Act; they campaigned through the Pacific Islanders Association 
(formed in 1904), petitioned the Federal Government (one petition in 1902 
had 3,000 signatures from Kanakas), and told their story to the Queensland 
Royal Commission of 1906, which was investigating the proposed deportation. 
In face of such determined opposition the Federal Government in 
1906 amended its original legislation and relaxed the exemption require-
ments so that approximately an extra 1,000 Islanders (Corris' figures 
again), were allowed to stay on in Australia. By 1907, 4,269 Melanesians 
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